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THE RATTLESNAKE FIRE 




July 9, 1953 

Mendocino National Forest 
Region PI Ye 


fgtgg%&:fc 

gjftrcword •. ;>■■ , 

fffire''of incendiary origin,later called the Rattlesnake Fire, 
Smarted the aftemocn of July 9, 1953> on the Stonyford District 
iof the Mendocino National Forest. This was the second fire set 
tjfby-.the same individual that day. The first fire, known as the 
^Chrome.Fire, was set on state protected lands in the same general 
ipjgayi'Xt was quickly controlled - final area about 11 acres* 
ifeliei.Rattlesnake Fire was controlled on July 11 at 5:20 A*M* 

fire was set at 01 eta Point on the upper side of the 

i$Alder Springs road in a heavy brush area. (Figure 1). 

- 

„ 

Mlbout'aiX hours after the origin of the Rattlesnake Fire a 
'5spot, fire, later termed the Missionary Spot Fire (point 10, 

^Figure 1) developed which required control action* 

ity-fonr .men in thre^ separate groups of U, 15, and 5 men 
: dispatched to the spot fire between 9:00 P.M- and 9:h$ P*M* 
ai 9 ^; three groups of Mission men traveled three separate routes 
®ie/'spot fire*. (See Figure 2 - (1) is route' of first group; 
6£)y.route of second group; and (3) route of third group.) 

alghbrtly after the last group of 5 men had arrived on the Missionary 
'Fire, which wss approximately 10;02 P.M., spot fires developed 
J^pelcrw v the Alder Springs road in the vicinity of Powder House Turn. 
™^lpprpxinia'tely 575 feet separated the Missionary Spot Fire from 
ptbe);'closest spot fire below this road. At least one, and probably 
g-CJo i -of the spot fixes were quickly controlled. The spot fire 
bottom of the draw, and almost on a contour with the 
plower part of the Missionary Spot Fire, was not discovered until 
i^t^had started to spread rapidly upslope in a northeasterly 
ij^rectdon. toward the Alder Springs road* An all out attempt was 
;Urmde to control it but without success. Sensing that the spot 
k>£ire'spreading from the vicinity of Stake 28 (Figure 3) might 
^p^anger the men on the Missionary Spot Fire, and while attempts 
^j*|,cohtral were still, in progress, Charles C. Lafferty, Fire 
^Osatrol Officer, Stonyford District, Mendocino NatLcnal Forest, 
to warn the 2k men working on the Missionary Spot Fire. 

. 




While trie men re trying to make their escape, the lire blew up 
and in a brief period bad engulfed the Missionary Spot Fire which 
had remained under control throughout this period of violent fire 
activity. 

Fifteen men lost their lives as they were trying to escape in 
response to the'warning'given by Lafferty* Nine made their; way 
to safety and suffered no injuries* 



Names and title s of those who died 

1* Powers, Robert F* 

2. Vote* Stanley 1© 

3* Boddy, Allan Jo - 

1|* Colies, Sergio 
$• Dinnel, Benj* 0. 

6* Gifford, Paul 
7* Griffis, Harold J* ’ ■ - 

8* Hitchcock, Glenn C* * 

9* Johnson, David A* 

10* Kieden, Robert J* 

H* Noah, Darrel K* *• 

12- Rowe, Howard F* 

13* Sherman, Raymond C* 

lli* Short, G. Daniel 

15* whitahouse, Hobard S* ~ 

Men assigned tc the Missionary Spo 


Forestry Aid, GS~7 (Asst.Ranger) 
Forestry Aid, GS-U. (Fire Foreman) 
Crew Member,. Missionary 

tt ft it 

it it tt 

11 n tt 

Straw Boss, « 

Crew Member, n 

Straw Boss, n 

Crew Member, Tl 

n n ti 

n n n 

it tt tt 

ir u rr 

Crew Boss, 11 

. fire who escaped are: 


1* Baker, Willi"fr 
2* Htherton, Kenneth A. 
3* Jackson, William H* 
k* Matteson, Lloyd M* 

5* Schlatter, Donald C. 
6* Smith, Leon M* 

7* Stons, Duane 
8* Thompson, Leslie P* 
9* Toews, Jacob W. 


- Crew Member, Missionary 


ti ** n 

„ u tt ft 

_ fl If ft 

- Straw Boss, n 

- Crew Member, n 

_ if TI *T 

w If II J1 

- Straw Boss, n 


All men listed were members of the New Tribes Mission, excepting 
Robert F* Powers who was a regular Forest Officer* Stanley L*Vote, 
Forest Service Fire Crew Foreman was also a member of the New 
Tribes Mission* 


2* The Initial Investigation 

Acting Regional Forester Branch, assisted by Regional Fire Dispatcher 
Baxter, initiated action to investigate the accident immediately after 
they learned of it. 
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Regional Pbresier Hendee, on his arrival at Willows , California, 
on Jnly 11 3 appointed the following committee to make the 
investigation. 

Lynne M* Gorrell - Chief, Biv. Personnel Management, R-5, Chairman. 

Normal J. Farrell - n > Special Project, R-p 
George 5. James - n , Buy* Information and Education, R-5 
Neal M* Rahm - Supervisor, Modoc National Fbrest, R-S 

Leon R. Thomas - n , Kendocino National Forest, It-5 

John Callaghan Deputy State Forester, California 

. Assisting with the investigation were: 

- c* C» Buck, Chief, Biv. of Fire Research and C.H* Countryman, 
assistant, both from the California Forest and Range Experi¬ 
ment Station; Joseph T* Radel, Safety Officer, N*F. Spang enter g, 

Training Officer and J* M* Keusseff, Division of Fiscal Control, 

Regional Office , Region Si H* S* Ruedy 

Administrative Assistant, Mendocino National Forest, Region 5, 
and Seth Jackson, Safety Officer, Washington Office a 

Field investigations began on July 10 and continued through July 
- 17* Analysis of field data followed with a detailed report completed 
by July 25* Examination of the Regional report shows that it is 
very thorough and fully describes the events as they occurred* 

* Formal Review by the Chief* s Board 

i-;On July lU, Richard 5* McArdle, Chief, U*3* Forest Service, appc "ted 
§|';a Board of Review to investigate the tragedy* The Board was comprised 
ft of the'following men: 

Edward P. Cliff, Asst* Chief, Forest Service, Washington, D*C- 
-. ‘ Chairman, 

J* H. Price, Regional Forester, Region 9, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 

|0h3 C* Otto Lindh, ” 11 , n 3, Albuquerque, N.M* 

T.awrence K. Mays, Asst* Regional Forester, Region 6, Portland,Oregon 
f;,’v H. Dean Cochran, Chief, Div* of Personnel Hana geiaent, Washing ton, D*C* 

he , following individuals were designated to serve as technical advisors 
■qJLhe Board: 4 , 

^fefWohn Callaghan - Deputy State Fores ter,Redding, California* 

^| s ® Jack S* Barrows - Chief,Div*of Fire Research, Northern Rocky 
Mountain Forest Experiment Station, Missoula, Montana* 

Jackson - Safety Officer,Div*of Personnel Kanagement,Washingten,D*C* 
A .Gustafson - Chief, Div* of Fire Control, Washington, D* C- 

Mr*' Callaghan was appointed by Stata Forester DeVJitt Nelson to collaborate 
*111 the formal review. He also assisted extensively in the Regional 
fej® 3 ilgation of the tragedy* 



Hr. McArdls*s directive to the Review Hoard is vividly pointed 
ud by his statement, "We all realize that fighting a forest 
fire is dangerous. It can't be a soft job. Despite that fact, 
or because of it, we must assure every precaution to guard the 
safety of those who take on thitough assignment. Human life 
must never knowingly or carelessly be subordinated to other 
values." (Appendix) 

The purpose of the review of the Rattlesnake Fire, as charged ■ 
by Chief McArdle, was to determine the events that transpired 
which caused the tragedy and to determine what action is re¬ 
quired to minimize the chances of, or, if possible, eliminate 
such accidents from occurring while fighting future fires. 

■- of 

Conduct/the Review 

(1) Preliminary yprk in preparation for the Review * 

Hoard members and advisors devoted two hours Monday, July 
27, to the preparation of plans for the review, making 
arrangements for interviews with persons having direct 
knowledge of the fire action, extending invitations to . 
members of the public who had a close connection with 
.those who met their death on the Rattlesnake Fire, and 
making such other plans as were needed to make certain 
al i facts concerning the fire would be obtained. 

(2) Review of the Region's Investigative Report . 

The remainder of Monday, July 27, wus devoted to an 
exhaustive study of the investigative report prepared 
by the committee assigned by Regional Forester Hendee 
to make a thorough analysis of pertinent and associated 
features of the fire operations connected with the 
Rattlesnake Tire. 

(3) Inspection of Fire Area . 

Tuesday morning Board Members made a ground examination 
of the fire area in company with J. M. Swing who was Fire 
Boss on the Rattlesnake Fire and L. R. Thomas, Ibrest 
Supervisor, who was present when the events leading up 
to the tragedy transpired. Regional Forester Hendee j M.M* 
Nelson, Chief, Division of Fire Control in Region 5j C.A* 
Gustafson, Chief of Fire Control; and Jack S. Barrows, 

Fire Research, also participated in the ground examination 
of the fire area. Other advisors to the Board.had made an 
earlier examination* 










ST^tirfe'rvlsw of Witnesses * 

£:. 11 ^-.y individuals directly involved with fire operations 
^lfen‘ v cloeS proximity to trie tragedy area in either a planting 
& iJicr "supervisory capacity were interviewed.. Other key indi- 
iPviduals having a direct knowledge of the events which trans- 
^ : hixed and who participated in the operation were also asked 
=J®to be present for interviews. Invitations to attend were 
lliextended .to the survivors and the widows of the men who died* 
^Invitations were also extended to Mr."C.]to Hare, Director of 
.r. ; .lithe New Tribes Mission camp at Fouts Springs, and anyone 
|&?|fwhcm he wished ;o bring along. An attempt was made to contact 
|f|§vMrV-Randrup of the Taylor and Randrup Logging Company but 
fiptwithout success* Mr* Charles J. Gleason, fallows Sentinel 
“^newspaperman was also sent an invitation. The invitations 
rf -were extended either by phene or made in person. 

fSVlist of Individuals Interviewed. 


S-aW-r-K - -"Af t V - . " 

pCharles J 


Gleason - Newspaper reporter 


Hare "^Manager "Ibuts Springs camp. New Tribes Mission 
Knutson - General Secretary, New Tribes Mission 
IfiKameth B. Finney - Foreign Secretary, New Tribes Mission 
^Mel Wyma. - Assistant to E. B. Finney, New Tribes Mission 
HfC*"C. Buck - Chief, Drv.of Fire Research, California 

B M ..i%orman J. Farrell, Asst* Regional Forester, Region 5 
SggTcSSMi : Couhtrymrn - Fire Research, California 

•^Sl^nnt: M. Cornel - Chief, Division of Personnel Management, R-f 
-Rahm - Supervisor, Modoc National Fbrest 
'^iJosepli;T. Radel - Safety Officer, Region 5 




J' *- 


. Ripley - Forest Dispatcher, Mendocino National Forest 

, g‘|R : .^'S*; , Bacori. - Umber Management, “ * " 

.f;M- Swing - Forest Engineer, n " ” 

^®#1C#^C. lafferty - Fire Control Assistant, n ” " 

, jL'MR 1 Thomas - F orest Supervisor, n ” " 

^R*'NV''.Werner -~Proj* Sales Officer, M " ,! 

|pt* A. Casaurang - Asst, State Ranger, California 
mA*;,B.'M iller - Fire Prevention Aid, Mendocino National Forest 
„jpir. ; M. .Rife' - State Fire Foreman, California 
j||j||Homer..Hancock - Eire Suppression truck driver, Mendocino HoF. 

1,fiJullo Silva — Suppression Foreman, Mendocino National Forest 
[Si8|p^47V&'A -U . ■. • 

. ... 

nation of Facts 


1 . 


■tlp^Btttdying the fire area and completing the interviews in 
r l^^9V 3 » : California, the facts coHe cted were analyzed in San 
wnuacisc o.' Those previously engaged in the initial investigation 










of the accident were interviewed when t .Is proved essential 
to a clear understanding of what transpired on the fire area 


during the early and later hiistory of the Rattlesnake Fire# 

The Board examined each fact they believed might have a 
pertinent bearing on the accident. The job "was one of 
sifting tne evidence until. on":y those fire operations relalkL 
to the tragedy were exposed in sharp relief. 

lu History of Rattlesnake Fire 

a. Location - Mendocino National Forest, California 


.. - " 


$mm 



b. In scription of Area 






The final fire area is bounded on the north by the Grindstone 
drainage which runs continuously for about 30 miles in an easterly 
direction from its source* Tb the south is the Salt Creek « 
Rattlesnake drainage* To the east the area breaks out into the 
foothills of somewhat rolling but sharply defined topography* To 
the west the area is bounded by a high ridge running in/§orthw©starly1; 
direction from where it joins with the main east and west divide 
south of the Grindstone drainage* 

General aspect in the area of origin is easterly- The area in 
which the accident occurred is cut by numerous minor but sharply 
defined drainages forming part of a rugged but small canyon drain¬ 
ing in an easterly direction. (Figure U). 

The elevation at the upper end of the canyon near which the acci¬ 
dent occurred is 2ii0G feet - that at the c -st end of the fire 
ar~a about 1,000 feet or a drop of about lifJO feet in a little 
over a mile* 



‘"Jl fJ- 


;■ 
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c. Origin 

« 

■ r t 

Place - Gle+a Point - Alder Springs Road* Sec. Zhj TtfP* 21 N* , R-7 W** 
M.D-M*, (Figure 1 9 ) 


Time - Approximately 2:20 P.M* - July 9, 1953- 


Cause - Incendiary* 

d. Discovery and Initial Action 

(1) Discovery - Mr. A* E* Miller, Fire Prevention Aid* was enroute 
to Alder Springs fi-om the Chrome Fire on state protected lands 
which had been placed under control a short time before his 
departure* While progressing along the Alder Springs road in 
a westerly directicn he saw what he believed to be a fire in 
the vicinity of Powder House Creek. He stopped at the Gillaspy 
Ranch to report the fire to the lookout on Elk Creek Butte, but 
the rar -h phone was cut of order, and he could not verify that 










||||jsLd made contact with his portable radio. Mrs. A. B. 

:■ p Qres + Service lookout on Elk Creek Butte did 
hw+m&Lto' his radio report of the fixe although unknown to 
and from her accounts spotted the fixe at 
The firtt discovery on -which action to control 
was taken was the report received by the central 
^forest dispatcher at Willows from Elk Creek Butte at 2:1|0 


l^aS«xHction - Miller, after failing to receive a response 
m cm his radio report to Elk Creek Butte, proceeded from the 
rcin ni.mv Ranch up the road p st the fire at Diets Point to 
iarboint near Powder House Turn (Figure 1), and ag*in radioed 
lilk Creek Butte about the fire. Miller stated the fire was 
^out -Z? 1 by 30 1 when he passed it, that he considered the brush 
f§fco%e«Ty for one man attack and since it was in an area 
Jg ffife to lookouts he wanted to make certain the central dispatcher 
SilwUlows knew about it. Learning the fire had been reported, 
Killer returned to Oleta Point and as he was removing his tools 
hie pick-up, Julio Silva, Suppression Crew ^Foreman with 
'-Powers, Werner and Simpson, arrived. Equipment 
“fei' 1 sted of a tank truck and hand tools. 

llTlrst "attack was made by Silva and his forces at 3:15 
^Tt»‘head of the fire was out of reach of the hose* so anchoring 
line to the Alder Springs Road, they began cutting a 
M'nft 1T p r thft south flank: of the fire from near the point of 
^Sfigin# Shortly after this operation was underway* a state 
'eight men under Assistant State Ranger C-w .-01 rang 
and helped them with the construction of luie along 
ihsouth flank. (This crew had a tanker with them). This 
: aboa became too hot to handle* About this time Lafferty 
^frrlved and instructed Silva and his forces to abandon their 
«^^patteinpts .to control the fire in this manner and to go with him 

head of the fire* The craw returned to the Alder Springs 
went toward Powder House Turn- (Figure !•), This was 
^^^abouti+;00 P.M* J* M* Ewing arrived about U:00 P.M* and 
^^^imiiediately made contact with Lafferty* Silva* Casaurang and 

ther men* There were about 15 men on the fire at this time* 

Fite" of-'Action for Control 

jiuitial action failed shortly before U:CO P.M.snd following the 
^rlval of Lafforty and Ewing, the latter being appointed Fire Boss 
"biSTfiSupervisor Thomas, a rapid change of plans for control of the 
t&roi 'was "made. - 

! w e n 6> while traveling toward the fire was in position to see that 
$$$ ■i Mas progressing westerly up and along both sides of Oleta Ridge 
|pp$.:was' approaching Rattlesnake Ridge about a mile from the point of 
morigin. (Point 3, Figure 1.) The plan for control of the fire was 
Kfr.^de by Ewing in consultation with Laffert>. This plan and tactics 
to be employed called fori 
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(1) Control of the head of the fire along Rattlesnake Ridge 

in the vicinity of Point 3j Figure 1 or if it had slopped . .-V^j 

over the ridge to pick it up by direct attack on the west- 
slope of the ridge before it had "slipped* too far. down 


the slope into the Rattlesnake drainage* 




(2) Control cf the Slicing head Of the lire along Rattlesnake 
Ridge frcm near Point 3> Figure 1 to High Point, Tactics 
called fcr burning out this line fast enough to keep ahead 
of the slicing head of the fire as it approached tills ridge. 
from the east, (This operation was initiated after attack \ 
had failed at points 22and 23j Figure 1,) 

-- 

(3) Control cf the fire along the ridge from High Point north- ,d; j 
easterly down this ridge to a point a short distance from 1 
Powder House Turn where plans called for dropping down the 
slope off this ridge to the Alder Springs Road (Point U, 


Figure 1)* Tactics called for burning out this ridge and 
dropping to the Alder springs Road from Point U, Figure 1* r' 
with timing of the burning out operation determined by the . (S- 

a 


burning 
in t 

the Alder springs Road* 


wi _ w ^ 

action of the lire in the head of Powder House Creek west of 



. .... • -;;;v C-^‘T 

(U) Control of the north flank of the fire by burning out the -tr /:: r : 
Alder Springs Road from the point of origin (Gleta Point) 
up the road and joining up with the burning out operation 
along the ridge from High Point toward Powder House Turn* 

Timing of this op ration was to be regulated by the behavior 
of the northerly flank of the fire above the road and also 
the behavior of the f_r^ in the head of Pc- 1 - 'or House Creek 
and the burning out operation along the ridge from High Point 
northeastward toward Powder House Turn. 


(5) Control cf the south flank of the fire by the construetion of 
a line, beginning at a point on Rattlesnake Ridge near the 
head of the fire along a ridge south of the south Hank and 
thence in an easterly direction until this line was completed 
to the Alder Springs Road in the vicinity of the point of 
origin at 01 eta Point, (line connecting points S* 6j 7 and 
1 or line 5j 6, 8* 9, 7 and lj Figure 1 - depending on move¬ 
ment of this flank by the time this operation could be under¬ 
taken* ) ■ .’.Si 


Tactics called for burning out this line starting from Hattie- 
snake Ridge and proceeding in an easterly direction* lining 
of this operation depended on completion of the other operatiens "* 
paragraphs (1), (2)j (3) and (i±) above described;-^ 



| [on of the Plan 

TuitSad of the fire (Point 3, Pigure 1) was controlled after it 
’ ' '"ifinDett-'-a short a.stance over the Rattlesnake Ridge. This 

ji :<■ V’ncicompleted about 500 P.M. July 9, 1953» The 

ooSlSa^to'' control the fire along Rattlesnake Ridge from near 

:of the fire to High Point (Figure 1) was also successful,, 
t:-i-yout operation up the road from 01 eta Point to the 

11 , Figure 1 , was successful even though some spot 
tar .-controlled, resulted from this operation. The bum- 
P%|in0Ohl%pera tion from High Point along the ridge towards Powder 
^^HohiMrurn'was completed just prior to the blow-up. 

j^npfog- out operation from the vicinity of the old car, to 
T ^Hottse : Tum was not completed. ■ As later explained subse- 
.evelopments made it necessary to abandon the burning out 
i§ns|alang the Alder Springs Road. The original plan to 
, „ Pffi rid h hnl d. the fire along the Ridge from High Point to 

TfPePnj-bv 0 f powder House Turn was successful, 
tiitlater became necessary to bring the line further down 
itclgeyfrom High Point than originally planned* 

_ . , 

■blow-up occurred, completion of the burning out operation 
helAlder: Spring Road from Oleta Point to Powder House Turn 
be “abandoned, plans for the control of the south flanks 
bet Changed, and plans had to be made for control of the 
from Powder House Turn eastward. 


*■ .rf’SSa® 

■-iHtueali 


wm 





r-j ■ V Kf m fi 


•• 

, 



Bsionaiy Spot Fire • - 

; £lre started about 8:05 P.M- and was discovered about 
(|.byiiiupervisor Thomas. Location was about 300 feet south 
9^5B 0 * 136 .Ridge ancL on the north side of Powder House Creek. 
iel^briPoint: 10, .figure 1.) Specifically it was located on 
slope of a lateral ridge sloping into Powder House 
- iv; -• . ‘ v - i •- 

■ '■ - J * • •' ■ ' . " 

spots occurred below the Alder Springs Road, at stakes 
“■^23^ 26 , 27 and 28 , (Figure'3)*, at about 10:03 P.M. 
were ; workingon the Missionary Spot Fire. This spot fire 
'sr^cbiitr.01 1 at this time. Although the spot fire at stake 
!8s&£y started about the same tLrae as those at stakes 22, 
■>'i®tc.^ylt did not show up until about 10; 10 P.M. 

ywhile after the spot fires below the road developed the 
P.M. (/_) with the fire moving first 
l^.b^and then down the Powder House drainage at an exceedingly 
’9 of spread. 



blilM^p.toccurred (10:23 
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Nine nun made their escape up the slope to the tractor line 
(Point 12, Figure 1) -which had been constructed out Powder 
House Ridge, a short distance beyond the Missionary Spot Eire. 

The remaining 15 men tried to make their escape traveling in 
an easterly direction. They were overtaken by the flames from 
the advancing front of the. fire at about 10;lil P.M. July $* 

All 15 u»sn were burned to death. ■ .. ■ *-■■■■ 

Eigure 3 shows the estimated spread of the blow-up by brief 
tim e intervals and the escape routes selected by the 'survivors 
and those who perished* 

i. Search and Recovery Operations 

Following the blov-up and the envelopment of the meu by the 
onrushing wall of flame repeated attempts were made to determine 
if some or all the men, other than the 9 ~ survivors,had come out 
to safety at some other point along the edge of the fire or had 
gotten to a place of safety..in some open park3 along Powder 
House Creek inside the burned area, tfc^other survivors were 
located. 

The Powder House drainage remained too hot to send men into the 
burned over area to make a search even as late as 2:00 A*M. 

July 10. It was apparent by this time .that a tragedy had occurred* 

The Sheriffs Office, Coroner, and doctor at Willows, California 
were notified of the possible tragedy. They arrived at Powder 
House Turn shortly before daylight. By this time Forest Service 
directed search parties had been in this area for some time with 
flashlights look!.' ' for possible survivors or bodies. About, this 
time the Regional office was notified cf the possible tragedy. 

This was it:00 A.K., July 10, 1953* No survivors other than the 
original nine who had escaped earlier were found. The first body 
was discovered just before daylight. All bodies were located 
shortly thereafter. A road was constructed into the fire area 
(marked Recovery Road, Eigure 3) and the bodies were transported 
to Willows, California. 

All bodies were positively identified by, 8:30 A.M. July llo 

Notification of most of the nearest of kin was accomplished by- 
personal visits of Forest Officers. The New Tribes Mission at 
Chico sent telegrams to the next of kin and parents. Replies 
confirming receipt of notifications were received on July 11. 

Arrangements were made with the next of kin for disposition of 
the bodies. These arrangements were carried out promptly. 

Further Action cn the Fire 

Shortly after the blow-up occurred plans for the control of the fire 
were quickly changed to meet the radically changing conditions. The 
fire was controlled at 5:20 A.M. July llj area 1,200 acres. 
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* Analysis of Preparedness, physic 1 Conditions and Organization 

a* Training and Experien ce of Personnel . (See Appendix for summary 
of"Qualifications and. ? yoeri ence "of key personnel)* 

There is evidence of good planning and systematic follow-up for 
on-the-job fire training on the Mendocino* The 1953 fire train*- 
ing. camp was well planned and executed* 

Higher level supervisory personnel were thoroughly experienced 
and trainedj they were considerably above average* Crew Foreman 
and Straw Bosses were average or better* 

The State men assigned to the fire were fully qualified and the 
loggers presumably were good woodsman and had experience in fire 
fighting * 

Laborers from the Hew Tribes Mission Camp were above average* 

Half of them had fire training or experience or both* 

The Safely Code was included in all fire guard kits* Supervisor 
Thomas referred to it in his introductory message to the group 
attending the 1953 fire guard school* In the teaching of safety 
at the guard training school -the personal experience of instructors 
and their knowledge of the safety principles were used rather than 
specific reference to the Safety Code* 

b* Safety 

Supervisor Thomas aggressively heads up the Forest Safety Program, 
assisted by Rarest Engineer Ewing who is also Fbrest Safety Officer* 
In 1952 the Mendocino received awards from the Regional Forester 
and the National Safety Council for its outstanding performance* 
Nevertheless, this tragedy occurred* 

Just before the tragedy occurred the Mission Crew was eating lunch 
in a draw out of sight from the main fire* Vote and Powers 
previously walked up on the spur ridge at the head of the Missionary 
^pot Eire to look over the general situation on the main fire* 

They returned to the lunch place and discussed possible alternatives 
but, so far as available evidence shows, did not post a lookout to 
keep them in touch continuously with what was going on elsewhere* 
Also, so far as available evidence shows, no route of escape was 
planned or prepared* 

c # Topography and Fuels 

The general fuel type westward from point of origin was nearly 
pure chamise, with small scattered openings containing annual 
grasses * East of the point of origin, in the canyon s and on 
north slopes, the type was more mixed, conidning chandse, oak 
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(both evergreen and deciduous), digger pine,. buckeye, grass and 
other species# The southeast slopes in general are chamise 
covered, while the northeast slopes and canyon bottom are a 
heavier mixed brush* {Figure U). ' 

Map records dating back to 1?11 indicate that none of the Powder 
House drainage had burned since" that time. Hence the brush in 
the area of tragedy was over UO years old. 

Slopes in the area of the tragedy vary from a minimum of 30% to 
a maximum over $0% with an average of about $$%* 

d. Weather and fire Behavior 

The behavior of the fire in the Powder House drainage was deter¬ 
mined from eye witnesses accounts, a special study by fire re¬ 
search personnel and from observations at the site of the fire* 

The reasons for the fire behaving as it did are best explained by 
an examination of early and late evening wind conditions in the 
canyon area. These wind conditions were determined from a study 
of the site by a fire research team# SfLnd’ measurements made by 
this research team during the evening hours of July 10 and 11 
are believed to provide a reliable basis for evaluating ttie 
situation at the site of the fire on July ?• 

Prior to approximately 9s 00 P.M. on July 9 the fire had progressed 
generally in an upslope direction from the point of origin* (Figure 
1.) This occurred in part because daytime heating of the valley 
floor caused thermal winds to move up the slopes causing the fire 
to also travel mainly in this directioi At approximately :Q0 
P.M. these upslope air currents subsided because the sun had 
dropped behind the ridges to the west and surface heating had thus 
stopped. At this time a definite l ull was observed on the fire 0 
During this period very light, intermittent winds blowing from all 
directions, undoubtedly occurred. This situation is the usual 
indicator of a change from an upslope to a downs' 1 ope wind condition. 
It is a result of a give and take process between the last passage 
of upslope thermal currents and the first downward mo vernal t of 
heavier, cool, evening air. A crew conducting a burning out 
operation along the ridge fire line from High Point toward .Powder 
House Turn had difficulty in making fires bum during this period. 

Shortly before 10:00 P.M. downslope wind conditions became notice¬ 
able. At this time the fire started to burn briskly and soon 
thereafter was causing spot fires below the Alder Springs road in 
the vicinity of Powder House curve. See Figure 3 for estimated 
location of spot fires. This downslope movement"'Of air is a 
normal evening occurrence caused by cooler, denser air seeking a 
lower elevation. As a result of this general change in wind 
direction and the increased wind velocities inherent in the initial 
stages of this situation the behavior of the entire fire was 
affected. A spot fire at Stake 23, Figure 3, began to burn violently 
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and then moved* firsts to the northeast in a Hanking motion 
across the slopes below the Alder Springs Road* and then as it 
reached the maximum zone of westerly winds in the Powder House 
saddle, swept rapidly d-vnslope in an easterly direction* (See 
Map descrimption of fir, spread, Figure 3*) 

The dcwnslope movement of the fire ms thus accentuated by a 
combination of factors; 

(1) Local movement of dense air to lower elevations. 

(2) General movement of air from the high mountains to the 
west down all east facing slopes. 

(3) Local topography which favored airflow to the east especially 
through the saddle between Grindstone Canyon and the Powder 
House drainage* 

(U) A combination of hi gh temperature and low humidity* 

(5) *fi_nd directions and velocities in the Powder House drainage 
between 9:30 P.M. and 11;00 P.M., are shown on Figure 1. 

These wind conditions were determined from the study made by 
the fire research team on July 10 and 11* They show; 

(a) That spot fires below the road at Stakes 22* 30 j 
2 h> 23* 26* 27 and 28 could have been caused by 

t-'-e winds indicated at Station 13* (Figures 1 and 3). 

(b) That spot fires at Stakes 26* 27 and 28 (Figure 3) 
would travel to the northeast as indicated by the 
winds observed on July 10 and H at Stations li;* 

15 and 16* Figure 1. 

(c) That the intense fire resulting from the above 
action would move downslope when it reached the 
Powder House saddle as indicated by the winds 
observed at Stations" 17* 18 and 19* Figure 1. 

(d) That the fire would travel directly down the 
carbon and along the south slope* rather than 
immediately engulfing the north slope as indicated 
by the winds observed at Stations 20 and 21, 

Figure 1# 

e* Organization * ■ 

Description of the organisation developed for the control of 
the Rattlesnake Fire will cover two times intervals, namely 
3:02 P.M. “ h:GQ and 9;30-10:15 P*M*j July 9, 1953* 
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(1) First or Initial Attack Phase 


During the early stages of the fire the organization, -was 
very fluid due to the rapidly changing pattern of the 
fire* 

Silva, Suppression Foreman at Alder Springs, arrived 
on the fire at Qleta Point at 3*15 P.M., thirty-five 
minutes following report by Elk Creek Butte lockout. 

On arrival he assumed charge and served in. the capacity 
of Fire Boss* Casaurang, Asst. State Ranger, and his 
crew, arrived about £ hour later. Hence the organization 
on the fire as of 3:h$ P.M. was one Fire Boss, two Crew 
Bosses, plus 11 men. 

Silva had decided that first attack had failed and was 
about ready to pull back to the Alder Springs Road when 
Lafferty arrived. Lafferty gave instructions for the 
men to follow him up the Alder Springs Road toward the 
head of the fire. 

^ ' 

Hence, Lafferty* because of his greater experience 
temporarily assumed the duties of Eire Boss for a short 
period prior to U:00 P.M. * July 9. Lafferty met Ewing 
near or at Powder House Turn about U:00 P.M. He had 
previously learned over the radio that Ewing had been 
assigned as Fire 3oss by Supervisor Thomas. Hence, by 
h:00.P.M. the organization began to assume a structure 
which was followed substantially throughout the history 
of the fire up to the time of he accident - about 10:ill 
P.M. 

(2) Subsequent Phase 

The organization pattern as of 9:30 - 10:15 P.M.* July 9* 
was about as follows: 

Ewing - Fire Boss. 

Lafferty - line Boss - In charge of all line operations. 

Schimmel - Crew Boss - A 5 man crew plus a pumper unit and 
2 men and Purdy, Crew Boss with jeep radio unit holding 
slop-over, Point 3* Figure 1, and the line along Rattle¬ 
snake Ridge northwest to High Point and for a short distance 
along ridge toward Powder House Turn. 

■* -* P 

Cushman - Tractor Specialist, Brown - Crew Boss, tractor 
operator and 3 man crew constructing line from Point 5 
towards Point 8, Figure 1. 










Werner - Crew Boss, and Butler - Crew Boss pins 10 men 
on ridge from High Point toward Powder House Turn# 

Harper - Crev Boss and Hancock Crew Boss and 3 nen with 
pu55&r unit holding fire above Alder Springs Road from 
Oleta Point to old car_, Point 11, Figure 1* 

_ Powers - Crew Boss, Vote , Crew Boss, and 22 men including 
Straw Bosses on Missionary Spot Fire. 

Caaaurang - State Ranger in charge of state forces, Bass 
Crew Boss, Pandr up - logging Boss, State Crew and Pumper, 

■* Silva, and pumper plus 2 Joan crew, 3>000 gallon mother 

tanker, Stonyford pumper and crew at or in close proximity 
to spot fires below the Alder Springs Read vicinity of the 
Log Chute, Figure 3* 

6 * Analysis of Action Related to the Tragedy . 

a* Burning out operation along the Alder Springs Road . 

During the initial sustained run the fire moved in a westerly 
direction blanketing both sides of Oleta Ridge and slopping 
over Rattlesnake Ridge in the viciniiy of Point 3* Figure !g 
T his slop-over was controlled early the evening of July 9* 

During this *run ir which was completed by about 1;:3C P*M., the 
northerly flank (Figure 1) became established along the steep 
slope above and south of the Alder Springs Read from Oleta 
Point westerly about a mile. This flank of the ^ re had not 
nrved down the slope toward the road appreciably from the time 
the westerly run had been coiupleted until later (approximately 
6;li0 P.M* - and then quite slowly) when decision was made by 
Fire Boss Swing to bum out the narrow stringer of brush between 
the Alder Springs Road and the northerly flank of the fire* 

This decision called for burning out the road from the point of 
origin (Oleta Point) up the road to a point in close proximity 
to Powder House Turn where plans called for it meeting up with 
the burning out operation that .was planned from High point 
northeasterly along the ridge to a point on the Alder Springs 
Road in the vicinity of Powder House Turn (point h. Figure 1)* 

Casaurang and his crew supported by tanker equipment was placed 
in charge* Burning out operations were initiated at approxi¬ 
mately 7 1 20 F*M* in the vicinity of' Oleta Point* The operation 
proceeded in accordance with the plan until about 7:$0 P*M* 
when a brief wind shift developed^ also, some whirl-winds occurred* 
About 8;CO F*M* (/_ 1 $ minutes) several (7 or8) spot fires 
occurred below the Alder Springs Road in the vicinity of the old 
car. (Point 11,Figure 1)* 
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When the spot fires below the old car developed* burning out 
operations were stopped (approximately 8:15 P.M*) with acidon 
taken to control the spot fires with tanker equipmsa t* A 
Forest Service tanker was sent by Lafferty to help the state 
crew control the spot f:jres. Operations to control them were 
successful* however this involved considerable time- Hie 
control of these spot fires and other activity that later 
developed In the vicinity of Powder House Turn prevented the 
completion of the burning out operations‘lip the Alder Springs 
Road as originally planned® 

There is considerable evidence that the Missionary Spot Fire 
started simrultaneously with the occurrence of the other spot 
fires in the vicinity of the old car* A local wind of considerable 
turbulence developed for a brief period just prior to 8:00 P.M* 

This re sail ted in the burning out fire* in the vicinity of the 
old car* burning rapidly up si ope and the main fire above burning 
rapidly dovnslope at this point* Casaurang states the main fire 
approached the Alder Springs Road with such rapidity in the 
vicinity of the old car at this time that he had to speed up 
the burning out operation to keep ahead of the main fire slicing 
down the slope. The spots below the road in the vicinity cf 
Point 11* Figure 1 occurred at this time. Although this fact 
is not definitely substantiated the Missionary Spot Fire must 
have resulted from this same turbulent air condition. This 
would place the time of origin of the Missionary Spot Fire at 
about 8:05 P.M. 

b* Burning ou t operations on the Ridge from High Point toward 
!fowder House Turn 

Twice during the evening of July 9 attempts were made to 
construct a line from the head of the fire on Rattlesnake 
Ridge down to the Alder Springs Road* Both attempts failed* 
(Points 22 and 23* Figure 1). 

It was after these operations had failed that the decision 
was made by Fire Boss Ewing to bum out the brush between 
the Alder Springs Road and the north flank of the fire. At 
the same time he decided to use the old fire break along 
Rattlesnake Ridge from the controlled head of the fire to 
High Point; thence down the ridge towards Powder House Turn 
dropping off this ridge in an easterly direction (Point h , 

Figure 1) shortly before reaching the Turn and in time to 
meet the burning out operation planned to proceed up the 
Alder Springs Road from GHe ta Point* 

When the men were driven from the line (Point 22* Figure 1) 
firing out the old fire break toward High Point was under¬ 
taken to prevent the main fire from overrunning Rattlesnake 
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Ridge* The burning out operation northwesterly along Rattle¬ 
snake Ridge was completed to High Point prior to the initiation 
of the burning out opera ti< along the ridge from High Point 
to war ds Powder Houo e Tom * 
that 

The crew/liad been run out of the lost line in the vicinity 
of Point 22* Figure went to Powder House Turn am under¬ 
took the construction of a hand line from Powder House Turn 
along the ridge toward High Point# About this time a group 
of Taylor and Randrup loggers started cutting a line down 
this ridge from High Point# 

The line up and the line down this ridge was joined about 
6:1*0 P.M. Two dozers arrived* probably an hour later* and 
widened not only the line from the High Point to Powder 
House Turn* but also widened the line along Rattlesnake Ridge 
in a southeasterly direction* 

Prior to the arrival of the tractors* burning out operations 
were started fjfom High Point along the ridge toward Powder 
House Turn# 

Hie same crew that handled the burning out op era ti on along 
Rattlesnake Ridge brought the burning out fire down the 
ridge from High Point to a point about half-way between High 
Point and Powder House Turn* Idfficulty was experienced in 
getting ihe brush to bum* The farming out operation after 
being si nended for a brief perioc was again started under 
the direction r\f Werner at the request of Fire Boss Ewing* 

Ihe main fire at this time was close to the head of the 
Powder House drainage in the vicinity of High Point* Echelon 
burning had to be used to bum the brush away from the fire- 
line along the ridge# Kind movement at the t i me the burning 
out operation was started was from the east - southeast* or 
upslope, which apparently accounted In jart for the poor burn¬ 
ing conditions experienced by Werner* About 9:1*5- P*M** the 
flow of air began to shift somewhat and then became quite calm* 
The main fire also remarried calm during this period- -Shortly 
after 9:1*5 P*M. * when the burning out operation had proceeded 
further down the ridge from High Point the wind changed* coming 
from the west* ' r « ■" ' 

The westerly or down canyon flow of air was underway* J 0iis 
flow ofair coming over the ridge somewhat in the nature of a 
flow of water downhill placed pressure on Werner 1 s burning 
out fire* also the main fire in the head and south of Powder 
House Creek* The burning out fire began building and spread¬ 
ing to the main fire across the draw* Werner stopped firing 
for a few minutes and then continued to a position about 100 
yards from Powder House Turn where he stopped Ms burning cut 
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operations* Casaurang came up the ridge to tell Werner to 
stop burning, '-^his must have been about 10:08 P.M. since 
iWerner states he had stopped burning about- 10:00 P.M* 

At this tine several spot fires showed up belov die road* 
(Figure 3, Stakes 22, 30, 2h 3 23, 26, ). (Spec firs at 

Stake 28 had not been discovered at this time.) 

Following the appearance of the spot fires below the Alder 
springs Hoad a hosa line was laid to place water on T /Terner 1 s 
burning cut fire to prevent its further spread toward the road. 

It is i .->t definitely known whether the burning ott fire along 
the ridge, the main fire above the road, or the jojjjing of the 
main fire and the burning out fire in the upper reaches of the 
Powder House drainage above the road fathered the spot fires 
below the road* (Figure 3)* 

c. Manning the Missionary Spot Fire 

The Missionary Spot Fire was first discovered by Forest Super¬ 
visor Thomas from the road at Powder House Turn at about 8:15 

P.M. 


Accompanied by Gleeson and Randrup, Thomas made reconnaissance 
of the spot fire. It was not spreading rapidly, but was on a 
south slope in fairly dense, high chand.se. He decided it would 
probably run about 300 feet upslope to Powder House Ridge. 

Send!.:; a bulldozer, which .-as nearby,' into the not fire was 
considered but the owner (Randrup) decided the terrain was too 
difficult for operation of the tractor which had one track 
slipping. Therefore, the dozer was assigned to cut a line out 
Powder House Ridge to a point beyond where the Missionary Spot 
Fire night reach the ridge if it made the anticipated uphill 
run. (Point 12, Figure 1). This line was apparently constructed 
after the first crew was sent to the spot fire. 

While Thomas was making reconnaissance of the spot fire, Casaurang 
with State Foreman Mason arrived at Powder House Turn (having 
seen the Missionary Spot from his position near the old car). 

His intention was to make initial attack On the spot fire. He 
had left foreman Rife and the 3tate crew to mop up the other 
spot fires near the old car* They ware informed by Thomas of 

the decision to let the Missionary Spot Fire run to the top of 

the ridge before making attack. This was about 8:35 P*M. 

Shortly thereafter, the wind subsided and it became apparent that 

the Missionary Spot Fire was not going to run up to the crest of 

Powder House Badge. 
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Lafferty then (about 9;00 P*M*} assigned Missionary Straw 
Boss Dave Johnson and three Mission Crew fen who had arrived 
at Powder House Turn to make initial attack on the spot fire* 
Johnson* according to Lafferty* was instructed to be careful 
and no Via' chances and to start wo rk at the head < ' the 

fire which was burning very slowly* 

The crew proceeded through the brush directly from the road 
at Powder House Turn around the slope to the fire* (Line 1* 
Figure 2)* They had put a line across the head of the fire* 
and down the sides a short distance (estimated 100 feet) when 
the second crew with Vote in charge arrived* 

Vote* (Forest Service Foreman and Mission Member)* fourteen 
men including one crew boss* (^hitehouse} * and three straw 
bosses* (Griffis* Toews and Schlatter)* were dispatched from 
Powder House Turn by Lafferty at approximately 9:15 P*M* 
after Vote had informed Lafferty that they were no longer 
needed to patrol the burned out Hattie snake Fire line southeast 
of Sigh Point* , ■ 

Lafferty stated he instructed Vote to be careful* watch for 
any change in weather and plan an escape route* He states 
that he did not give Vote specific ins true tLcns to post a 
lookout or cut a trail into the fire because he believed Vote 
was sufficiently experienced and would use good judgment* 

_41so because in his capacity of line Eoss he would be expected 
to delegate such details* 

Vote took his crew part way up the cat trail on Powder House 
Ridge and then dowi to the spot fire (Line 2* Figure 2*) 

This crew split at the head of the Missionary Spot* White- 
house taking part of the men down the east side and V 0 te 
taking the remainder down the west side. A line was quickly 
constructed on the sides of the burned area and the men began 
to build a trench near the fire. No difficulty in line 
construction was experienced*. 

Shortly after Vote had left* lunches arrived at Powder House 
Turn* About this time three additional missionaries from 
Vote 1 3 crew and one (S hor t) from Hancock T s crew arrived at the 
Turn. They had not been with Vote f s crew because they had 
been left behind to mop up a spot fire on Hattie snake Ridge* 

Powers* Forestry Aid (Asst* Hanger)* informed lafferty that 
the men on the Missionary 3pot had not eaten and volunteered 
to take them lunches* He and the four missionaries were dis¬ 
patched to the Missionary Spot Fire by Lafferty with lunches 
for the men at about 9:U5 F*M* They walked up the cat trail 
on Powder House Ridge to a point beyond the spot firs and then 
down a side ridge and back to Lhe fire* (Line Figure 2}* 
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Upon arriving at the edge of the spot fire they deposited 
the lunches in a draw on the northeast corner and prepared 
to assist in line construction as they had been ins true ted. 
However* Vote appeared over the ridge from the west and told 
them the line wav finished* . ^ 

The ittsn then gathered near the lunches and were counted to 
^determine if there were enough lunches. , 

Meanwhile Vote and Powers were discussing the fact that the 
main fire above and near the road at the head of the Powder 
House drainage was flaring up* Before the group ate* Powers 
and .Vote walked a short distance up the spur ridge* on which 
the/Missionary Spot Fire lay, to observe the action of the 

main fire* 

/ , , 

Upon returning to the crew in the draw. Powers and Vote dis- 
cussed whether the Missionary Spot Fire would afford protection 
if it was needed* They finally decided (according to the 
statement of a survivor) to have supper on the spot fire. 

The lunches were then divided among the men. Vote offered a 
short blessing and the group sat down to eat* They were in an 
informal jgioup in and near the small draw along the northeast 
flank of the spot fire# They were out of sight of the road in 
the vicinity of Powder House Turn, their vislcn being blocked 
in that direction by the lateral ridge on which the Missionary 
Spot Fire was located* 

Hia time consumed in the foregoing activities is not exactly 
apparent from statements of survivors* However* it appears 
that they sat down to eat a very few minutes before they re¬ 
ceived warning of danger* 

d# Spot fire occurrence bel o w the Alder Springs Road and co n trol 
actiau 

As related previously* spot fires begin to appear below the 
road near Powder House Turn at approximately the time Werner—— 
..-^ceased his burning out operations. As far as could be deter¬ 
mined* spot fires developed at Stakes 22* 30* 2k * 23* 26* 27 
and 28* Figure 3* about 10:03 P.M* 

i* m 

Action to control the spot fires was undertaken immediately 
with tanker equipment. Adequate water supply was available near 
Powder House Turn in the form of a mother tankaxv capacity 
3*000 gallons. , Evidence substantiates the conclusion 

that 1 or 2 of the spot fires were immediately controlled* 

Mo concern apparently was evidenced over the other known spot 
fires sines they were spreading slowly up slope towards the road* 
While making plans for the control of those spot fires a glow 
was observed Ini'tiler down the slo; near the bottom of a draw 
comp rising one of the numerous small drainages of Powder House 
Creek, point was later established as Stake 28#( Figure 3*) 
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The spot fire began spreading rapidly upslope toward the road 
and at the same time in a northeasterly direction toward a 
narrow opening in the brush which is called the "log chute” * 
Plans for control of the other spot fires were dropped with 
all efforts directed toward the control of spot fire spreading 
from Stake^'28. Time was not available to cut a line and burn 
it out around the head of this spot fire and down its hot east 
flank* A man was sent dawn the 11 log chute” setting fire as 
he went. A second man followed immediately be hind with a hose 
line vetting down the outer edge of the fire being set, in an 
attempt to burn a line along the hot flank of the spot fire* 

This operation proceeded for about 50 feet down the "log chute 11 , 
at which time the spot fire from Stake 28 was approaching with /: 
su c h r ap id i ty and he a t tha t the men had to be_pu 11 ed out w i th 
the aid of the hose to get them out of danger* 


e* Warning to Mission Crew 

About the time the attempt was being made to cut off the spot 
fire along the "log chute” it became apparent that the fire 
might spread in a northeasterly direction and that the men on 
the Missionary Spot Fire may be in danger of being cut off 
from the ridge above them. Thomas, Ewing and Laffer ty were 
concerned for their safety and conferred briefly. Seeing no 
evidence of the men coming out, Laffer ty ran down to the saddle 3 
up the bulldozer trail on Powder House Ridge and part way down 
a ridge northwest of the Missionary Spot Fire to where he could 
see the flashlights of the men. (Point 2, Figure 3)* He 
started at about 10:15 P*M* The blow-up had not developed at 
tl time of his d eparture. 

During the short time it took Lafferty to run out to where he 
could warn the men (about two or three minutes) the fire spread 
up toward the saddle and started swinging northeast along the 
slope. It also began to burn with some intensity in a more 
easterly direction up the slope southwest of the Missionary Spot* 

Lafferty yelled at the men to come out and to hurry* The bj gwruip 
was starting at this time* He continued to tell them £o hurry* 
Then he^ncTticed^he _ min^coming out were apparently in two groups j 
one higher than the other and, thinking the lower group had no 
chance to make it up the hill, yelled to them to go east arid 
down* toward an opening down the canyon* He did not know if 
tney heard him as the fire was roaring and rapidly approaching 
and he had to make his escape* He thought that he was in danger^ 
of being cut off by the fire so he had to leave* He also thought 
the group coining up might not get to the ridge before they were 
cut off. . . .... . . 

Sortie survivors did not hear the admonition to go east and down: 
others remeaber this advice, and all agree they were instructed 
to hurry* i 


-SI- 











According to survivors the group started out at once but in 
no specific order* After proceeding a short distance it 
developed that some of the group were bearing east ( lin e U^X6, 
figure 3) while others were heading straight up* (Line i^-21, 
figure 3)* survivor remembers thinking that th^ group 

going east were just intending to go out the way they iiad 
come* One thought the split occurred after Lafferty yelled 
to go east* None were dear on the reasons for the split* 
Some went up instead of east because they thought they vers 
going to another fire and thought that was the easiest way* 
All agreed that no specific instructions as to order of 
progress were received from crew leaders on the spot fire* 

The survivors apparently did not realise that the fire was 
spreading rapidly until they had gotten about a third of 
the way up the slope, where they could see and hear the 
fire and realized their danger. 

Luring the time they were in progress up to the ridge top 
the fire began to blow up, spreading rapidly toward the 
Missionary spot, down the canyon, and also northerly towards 
the saddle* " ► 

The survivors reached the ridge top at about 10:30 F.M* 
and at about the same time the fire spread eastward 
rapidly, the east flank then becoming the head of the fire* 

The spread of the north side of the fire subsided in its 
northeast movement and did not reach the ridge top until 
about 11:00 P.M* 


The survivors rested briefly upon reaching the bulldozer 
trail and Swing ran out to urge them to come at once to 
Powder House Turn* Meanwhile the lire was spreading easterly- 
very rapidly down the canyon* 

Very shortly after the survivors reached Powder House Turn, 
Casaurang drove down the Alder Springs Hoad through the fire, 
passing the head of it about the time (10;h0 - 10*U5 P.M*) that 
evidence indicates Powers, Vote, and the thirteen missionaries 
died* ^ 

about the time or just after Laffer ty yelled to go east 
and, down, Powers, Vote and 13 missionaries headed in a 
southeasterly direction into a steep draw about 100 feet east 
of the Missionary Spot* They climbed up out of this draw 
and proceeded on slightly south of east but still losing 
elevation. At the top of the next ridge (Point'll, Figure 3) 
some tools were dropped* 

Swinging into the next draw they were traveling east and more 
nearly along the contour* A number of tools were discarded 
here. Climbing out of this draw the main group swung slightly 
north of east, angling upward around the ridge and getting 
slightly in excess of 1,000 feet from the Missionary ^pot lire 
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that by this time had been enveloped by the advancing wall 
of flame. Powers and eight men reached Point 19* {Figure 2)* 
before being overcome by the flames. One man reached Point 20* 
(Figure 2).^10Lt0 feet from V Missionary Spot Fire* Vote 
swung sharply north where the group came out of the draw 
continuing about 275 feet up the ridge and raising about 125 
feet in elevation before the fire reached him. Point 13* 

(Figure 3), One crew member travelled 920 feet* Point 17* 

(Figure 3)* One man who was apparently behind the others was 
found where Vote split off the main group* having traveled 
about ?20 feet. Point 16* (Figure 3) , Another* further behind* 
was found slightly downhill from the i in route of travel. 

Point 15*(Figure 3)* He had traveled b60 feet. Another 
(Hitchcock) split off at some unknown distance from the Missionary 
Spot Fire* and went to the bottom of the canyon* traveling 
about l*51l0 feet from the starting point* Point 25* (Figure 3)- 
Watches indicated the main group was caught at about 10:Ul P*M* 
Times at which Vote and Hitchcock were overcome by the fire are 
unkno wn * 

Evidence from observers along the Alder Springs 5bad below the 
old car indicates that after the men left the Missionary Spot 
the fire swept rapidly down the bottom of the canyon below them _ 
and rapidly* but more slowly* along the .slopes north of Powder 
House Creek, By the time Casaurang got through the fire 
(10:li0-10iU5) it had reached a point along the road about six 
hundred feet below the old car* 

f. Control Along the Old Powder House Roai 

After it, was certain that all survivors were out of the area 
a plan was formula tad to control the open north flank from Powder 
House Turn to the Gillaspy Ranch* 

The old Powder House Road (F l yure 1) from Powder House Turn to 
the Gillaspy Ranch was opened up* Burning out operations* starting 
at Ibwder House saddle* were undertaken along this old road. 

This operation started at approximately midnight July 9* and 
was completed to the Gillaspy Ranch by 1;00 A,M.* July 10, 
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CONCLUSIONS 

1. The training and experience of personnel on the Rattlesnake Fire 
■was generally above average according to recognized standards 

in the Forest Service. However, it is evident that here, as 
generally t5 .oughout the Service, there are technical aspects 
of fire behavior that are not fully -understood. 

2. The organization, although perhaps not entirely in strict accord¬ 
ance with conventional standards, was well adapted to the 
requirements of the fire and functioned effectively..,' 

. 3. The general strategy, tactics, and generalship employed on the 
fire were in conformance with acceptable fire suppression 
'principles. : . : . ... 

U. The decision to bum out along the Alda: Springs Road westward 
from the point of origin (Oleta Point) was a sound decision and 
one that an experienced fire control officer would be expected 
to make under the conditions prevailing at that time. 

$. The decision to send men into the first, spot fire to show up 
north of Powder House Creek, later designated as the Missionary 
spot, was in keeping with the general plan for control of the 
fire. This spot fire was outside the contemplated control lines 
and necessarily had to be immunized if that plan were to 
succeed. The fact that the general strategy later proved in 
part unsuccessful does not alter the Board’s belief in the 
wisdom of manning the spot fire. 

Neither does the Board seriously question, under the circum¬ 
stances that existed, the timing and intensity of the action 
taken. The relative inactivity of the spot fire, plus the 
appraisal of its maximum possible threat to enlargement of the 
main fire's perimeter, satisfactorily explains the delay in 
action until men could be withdrawn safely from more critical 
duties. What might be regarded as overmanning in the later 
stages of control was the result of a meritorious effort to 
clean up this situation, even if not believed to be an 
immediate threat, as rapidly as feasible after manpower not 
needed elsewhere became available. 

While it cannot be said with certainty, the Board believes that 
the degree of control of the Missionary Spot was such as to 
have prevented its spread even under the adverse conditions that 
developed later. In any event, the origin of the fire front that 
swept easterly down Powder House Creek, returning the Missionary 




spot and later overtaking most of the crew that had worked on 
it* was from firn or fires located further up the creek* Thus 
the Missionary spot was not in itself instrumental in causing 
the blow up* Itr significance to the tragedy was that its 
control p^\oed men In the path of flames originating elsewhere. 

The Board 1 3 belief in the wis . of the manning of the Missionary 
spot presumes the feasibility u i doing so with full guarantee of 
safety to the fire crews involved* 

6. Boning out the ridge frcm High Point toward Powder House Turn 
was an essential fire control operation necessary to prevent 
the spread of the main fire into the Grindstone Drainage* If 
the area between the ridge and the road had been burned out 
before the wind changed* the fire would not have gain©! intensity 
by running down into uncontrolled fuels* Continuation of the 
burning-out operation after the wind, changed meant that the fire 
front would move downward and therefore* as events finally 
developed* it might have been better to have discontinued burn¬ 
ing out earlier* The decision to discontinue burning when the 
wind shifted was sound* v. 

7* The action on the 11 running 11 fire above the Aider Springs Road 
and on the several spot fires below the road was prompt and 
aggressive* The desperate effort made to stop the fire from 
the spot at Stake 28* in the "log cfrute rT * was souM after its 
discovery and rapid spread* Considering the rapidly changing 
conditions and actions taking place within a few minutes in 
this small area* It is concluded the commendable effort made 
to control this portion of the hot burning fire was that which 
would be expected of competent and experienced overhead* 

Ihe Mission crews were assigned to the spot fire on the north 
side of the gulch by Lafferty. It is evident that he kept them 
in mind since he sent in reinforcements about minutes after 
the first crew was assigned and since he sent lunches to both 
groups within 30 minutes after that* The action on the fire 
became very rapid shortly after the lunches were sent in; but 
lafferty personally ran to call the men out as soon as it appeared 
that the spot fire near Stake 28 in the bottom of the gulch 
below the road would escape control* 

Testimony is conflicting as to just what the survivors understood 
he said and as to the exact conditions in the extremely rapidly 
changing scene to which he may have been referring* There can be no 
question* however* that Lafferty recognized the threat of danger 
promptly after the spot fire began to spread rapidly up the hill 
and acted in accordance with the best judgment he could formulate 
in the brief moment available for decision* 
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9* - The weather coalitions prevailing before and during the Hattie- 
snake Fire, while more commonly encountered later in the season, 
are not unusual for this time cf the year. The evening change 
from up-slope to down-slope wind ns a normal event, but un- 
fortu- Lely whan the wind change occurred on July 9 the fire 
was in a critical position in the h of Powder House Cr^ek 
where the down-slope wind -ould produce an especially damaging 
effect. 

Based on past experience and considering the time of year, 
cover type, fire-weather forecasts, time of day,-and other 
conditions, the experienced fire overhead on the Rattlesnake 
Fire expected the f ire to be quiet and cause no difficulties. 

1 i 

The action of the fire in changing its direction of travel and 
burning intensity was the major factor leading to the accident. 
Inability to fully appreciate well in advance the potentialities 
for the fire to behave in this manner is a basic reason for the 
loss of life* 

10* The decision of Powers and Vote to eat on the Missionary Spot 
Fire can be interpreted in only one way - tfhat they observed 
from their vantage point on the Missionary Spot Fire did not 
appear to present any undue danger to them or their men. 

Thomas, Swing, Lafferty and others with a great deal more 
experience in brush fire fighting than either Powers or Vote 
and who were in the immediate vicinity of the fire above the 
Alder Springs i:^ad when Powers and Vote examined the behavior 
of the main fire from their vantage point similarly concluded 
from what they observed that the men on the Missionary Spot 
Fire were in no immediate danger* 

The tragedy, which occurred, notwithstanding the precautionary 
measures taken by these experienced men, leads to the conclusion 
that there arc other safety measures that must be studied out 
with regard to situations such as this and applied rigidly in 
the future. 

11* Fire weather forecasts localized for a particular area where a 
fire is in progress are fundamental to the development of sound 
plans for control and institution of adequate safety measures to 
protect fire fighters. 
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SECOMME^ATEONS 


1* Fire-Wither and Fire-Behavior 

Safe and efficient fire control action must be based upon a 
good understanding of fire-weather and fire-behavior under 
various fuel and topographic conditions* The Board believes 
that these factors were especially important on the Rattle¬ 
snake Fire* but that advancement of knowledge and training 
in these subjects is a Service-wide problem calling for the 
following action; 

a. High priority should be given in the Ebrest Service research 
program to the development of additional knowledge of fire- 
weather and fire-behavior* 

b. Research results now available on fire-weather and fire- 
behavior should be disseminated in the form of well 
Illustrated* readily understandable publications, training 
films, and other guides* We recommend that administration 
and research participate jointly in this program* 

c* Greater use should be made of portable weather instruments 
In determining local weather conditions as an aid to 
evaluating situations at the site of fires. 

d. Eire-weather and fire-behavior training should be stepped 
up to Include advanced training ol key overhead pert nr el 
and general training of a-l T seasonal employees* We should 
attempt to develop more top level fire-behavior escperts in 
the adndnistrative organisation who, in turn, can spear¬ 
head trailing in each region* 

2* Safety 

a. Our Safety Code should be strengthened and applied more 
thoroughly* 

Killer items dealing with fire control should be abstracted 
from the Safety Code and incorporated in all fire control 
training programs* 



b* 
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Safety Training 


Safety training in fire fighting specifically directed to¬ 
ward tne prevention of major accidents should be materially • 
strengthen d aikl ca-ried on as a continuing process for all 
yearlong and season?,! personnel who may be used on fires. 

Particular attention should be given to the following! 

a. Such important safety precautions* as planning escape routes* 
posting crew lookouts* recognizing critical spots even during 
inactive periods* issuance of specific warning instructions 
and ■ rders* anc preparing routes of travel in dense cover 
types* and taking such'Other safety measures as necessary. 

Interpretative correlation of fire-behavior* fire-weather 
forecasts, topography, fuel, and available fire fighting 
facilities with plans and actions. 

U. The U. S. leather Bureau should be apprised of the great value 
of localized firs weather forecasts and urged to intensify such 
services. 

5. Use of Rattlesnake Fire as a Training Medium 

Full advantage should be taken Service-wide of the intensive 
study made of the Rattlesnake Fire in giving training to fire 
control personnel on fire-behavior and safety. 

Region 5* in view c" the intensity of j Is study and the detailed 
material made available* should consider marking on the ground 
the various phases of the fire and using it as a training 
demonstration area, 

6 . Tenure of Employment 

The Beard believer that greater stability in tenure of employ¬ 
ment of key fire control personnel would minimize possibilities 
of similar tragedies recurring. Therefore* it is recommended 
that continued efforts be made to obtain adequate financing in 
order that skilled* well trained fire control men can be retained 
in the organization. 

7. Brughiand Management 

While the brushland management program being developed by the 
Region is perhaps outside the assigned field .of this review, the 
Board recognizes its relationship to fire prevention and control. 
It is recommended that continued and effective attention be 
given to this program. 
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APPENDIX 


Washington, D. C. 

July 20, 1953 


To: Board Member Edward P. Cliff 

Prom: Richard E. McArdle, Chief 

Subject: F, SUPERVISION, R-5, Mendocino Board of Review 


You are one of those listed below who have been asked to participate, 
as indicated, in the Rattlesnake Fire Board of Review* 

Edward P* di'ff - Chairman of the Eoard 
Jay H* Price - Member 
C. Otto Lindh - Member 
Lawrence K. Mays - Member 
H. Dean Cochran - Member 

Carl A. Gustafson - Adviser (and Executive Assistant) 

John Callaghan - Adviser 
Jack 5. Barrows - Adviser 
Seth Jackson - Adviser 

The review will be directed toward the disaster that cost the lives of 
15 men working on the fire, rather than the entire history of the fire, 
except, of course, as it is related to the disaster* The scope of 
the invest!, tion will cover the events and conditions having a 
bearing on tae tragedy and will rut become involved in tie control 
operations otherwise* The results of your deliberation should be a 
report, as clear cut and brief as is consistent with the subject and 
your responsibility, but in any case complete and thorough* 

First we want facts - what happened, how, and why. Second, we want 
these facts analysed and evaluated in terms of sound conclusions 
and recommendations - how could the final outcome, or any of the 
occurrences or situations that led up-to it, have been avoided? Third, 
and most important of all, how can we tighten up our safeguards against 
such a thing happening again? I feel strongly about this, and of course 
it will be uppermost in your minds. can't restore these men to the 
hi widows and orphans from whom they have teen snatched away. But if 
ever ah obligation was clear this one is - to see, to the extent that it 
is within our power to do so, that it never happens again. If it was 
caused by the negligence of any one in the Forest Service, or outside of 
it, we want to know it. If it was an act of God, and by any chance beyond 
our control, we want to know that. 
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2-Board Member, Mendocino Board of Review-July 20, 19^3 

We all realize that fighting a forest fire is dangerous. Tt can't be 
made a soft job. Despite that fact, or because of it, ve must assure 
every pie caution to guard the safety of those who take on this tough 
assignment. Human life must never knowingly or carelessly be sub¬ 
ordinated to other values. 

I expect the Board to develop its own plan of operation' and carry it 
out without influence cr interference from other sources. There is 
just one exception. Although the Board is being convened in San 
Francisco, I expect it to go also to Vallows for at least a part 
of its deliberations. X want the Board to be familiar with the local 
scene there. I want it to see and meet the people of Willows and 
to be accessible to those wio may want to appear before it* Above 
everything else, the Board must visit the scene of the disaster 
(on the ground) and have firsthand knowledge of details there* 

This provision should not be modified without my prior personal 
approval* 

A full report by the investigating coranittee will be available to 
you before the Board convenes. The Committee started to work on 
July 10, the day after the tragedy. It was hoped their work could 
be completed by July 21. However, despite long, often strenuous, 
hours' work this was impossible. Hence the date was changed to 
July „2-7« " 1 - 

X third: you knew without my saying .o that Re tonal Forester Hendee 
and his Staff stand ready to furnish you every assistance. Similarly, 
it is hardly necessary for me to say that you will of course want Mr. 
Hendee and members of his Staff to attend and participate fully in 
your meetings. ■ - ” 

One final word, underlined, although I doubt if I even need to 
remind you of this: {• it may be necessary for you to query some of 
the surviving members of the crew or seme of the widows or relatives 
of the victims. Deal considerately with them and remember the depth 
of their sorrow. Imagine yourself, for this purpose, in their position* 
Nevertheless, within these limits, get the facts. 


/s/ R. E. McArdle 


EXPERIENCE Aim QUALIFTCAi±0M 


OF 

XEt'PERSONNEL ON THE RATTLES’ IK JTRE 


1. J. M. Song 


April 1932 

1933-3U 

1935-1.0 

l?hl 

19ill-U2 

19U3-U5 

15U6-53 


- Asst* Fbrest Ranger - Road work - Angeles 

- Senior Forest, Ranger - Angeles 

- S±« Admin* As*b. CAF-9 - Fire Control R.O* 

- « rt n » Cleveland 

- Asst. Supt. C&M, CAF-fi, Cleveland 

- Assoc. Civil Fug. & Fores ter, P-3, Cleveland 

- Assoc. " * rt p-3 & G5-9, Mendocino 


Ewing has had over 25 years of broad and varied experience on 
National Forests in both Northern and Southern California as 
well as in the Regional Office, S an Fran cisco. 


He has had over fifteen years of Southern California fire expert - 
ence, including experience as Fire Boss on some of the critical 
fires of Southern California history* He was in charge of fire 
control activities on the Cle'reland National Forest for several 
years. For many years he ha 3 been considered by his associates 
and superior officers as one of the most experienced brush firs 
men in the California Region. 


The qualification card prepared on March 31 j 1953 by his Superior 
rated Ewing as lire Boss throughout California. 


2* Charles C* Lafferty 

1933 - 36 - CCC Foreman — Mendocino 
1937-U2 ~ Fire Guard tt ; 

19U3-U9 - Fire Control Assistant SP-b and 7 - Mendocino 
1950-53 - Fire Control Aid (General) GS-6 n 

Lafferty has had extensive experience throughout California in 
all key fire jobs on all sizes of fire. 

During 19b$ and 1952 - two sample years selected from his long 
period of work with the Rarest Service - he worked in the capacity 
of Fire Boss, Sector Boss, Inspector, Safety Officer or Crew Boss 
on 7 Class E fires (over 300 acres), 2 class D fires (100-300 acres), 
1 Class C fire (1G-100 acres) and 13 fires less than 10 acres in 
size. 
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His qualification card prepared on March 31, 1953 by ids Superior 
rated him as line Boss in Northern California and Sector Boss, 
line Inspector or Safety Officer throughout California. 

3. Leon R. Diomas 

October 193b appointed as Junior Forester 
1937-38 - Mostly Eldorado - limber Management 
1939-ill - Asst* Ranger - Trinity 
1942-46 - Armed Fbrces 

1946-47 - District Ranger - Stanislaus ; 

1948-1950 - Fire Staff Officer - Sequoia . 

1951 - to date - Forest Supervisor - Mendocino 

During the periods 1937-1(1 and 1946-1953* Mr* Emmas has -worked on 


the following fires 

* 


Class 

A 

13 

*1 

B 

17 

n 

C 

9 

» 

D 

6 

it 

3 

18 


He served as Fire Boss on 10 Class E fires, as Id.vision lire Eoss 
on 6 Class E fires, and in various capacities such, as Plans Chief, 
Coordinator, Sector Boss, Scout, etc., on the ether fires. . 

4* Culio Silva - Suppression Foreman - 10 years experience 

5. Robert N. Iferner - Foreman - Technically tr ain ed forester - 2% yrs. 

6. Robert F* Powers - Asst. Ranger - Has had fire experience as follows j 

1950 - 4 Class E fires 

.1951 - 20 Class A and B fires, 4 Class E fires on Plumas, 

2 Class E fires on Los Padres, 1 Class E fire on 

Klamath and 1 on Shasta 

1952 - 7 Class A and B fires 

1953 - 1 Class B fire 

Rated as Crew Boss. 

7. Archie B* Miller - Little fire experience. 

8. Richard A. Casaurang - Asst. State Ranger - 10 or 11 years experience 

in fire control work. v-.- 

9 . Horace M* Rife - State fire foreman - experienced. 

10. Clarence W. Mason, Jr. - State fire foreman - 3 -Ire seasons* 



forcnan - five 


. rhil Tu Schixyjel - Talker 


fire 5 ^-oriS* 


at tner : 


Harper 


Hix ur seven seasons 1 experience in fire 
; :-:pressi:n r.volvin;' also, experience 
un oti^er forests vur the Fen do c \'j* 


13* Ci Vu ferdrup - Experienced Woodsman* logger* 

X~im Straw Bosses John:ion, Toews and Griffis :iad training and experience 
In fire control* Schlatter had previous experience in fire control 
but had not received formal training* 

15* Crew Bosses Vote and Whitchouse had previous train: and experience 

in fire control work* ( ,f ote had received special crew training and 
had attended 2 Forest Service Fire Ccntrcl training Schools in 
California. Also had 2 full seasons of experience in fire fighting 
prior to 1553}* 

Ic* Crew nexbtrs idnr.el, ^cdth, ColJ.es and Thompson had previous 
training and experience in fire control* Crew member Short had 
received training in fire control but had no experience in fire 
fighting* Crew members Jiieden, Gifford and Haiti son had seme 
experience in fire control but had not attended fire training 
schools. 

17* Crew mothers Stous, Hove, Boc/iy, Sherra:i, Baker, Jackson, Hitchcock, 
>'therton and Koah had no previous experience or training in fire 
c"ntro3. verk 


Ihe men wiicse training and experience is described in iten lii through 1? 
above were those whe took action to control the Kissicnary Spot rire* 
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7SATHSR, FUEL ffilSTUIffi, V7IKDS 


Fire Dan; -r Hating Tor July 9: 


Jbrecast 36 (bottom of high) 
Actual 37 (bottom of high) 


Actual ratings for 


that general period were: 


July 7 
July 8 
July 9 
July 10 
July 11 
July 12 
July 13 
July ll; 


36 

35 

37 

25 


iiU ("Hind factor) 
h2 (vd- n cl factor) 
Ul (wind factor) 


29 


Weather: The Weather Bureau forecasts from Mt. Shasta were: 



300 P.H. - 7/8/53 (for July 9): All forests: clear except 

scattered cumulus Plumas and Lassen-. Temperature little 
change. Humidity little change. South to west winds 5-10. 
Eagle Peak 852lli2.* 


8:30 A.M. - 7/9/53: forecast unchanged. 

3:30 P*K*- 7/9/53 (for July 10): All rests: scattered hi :h 

cloudiness Friday. Heavy cumulus, Plumas and Lassen. 
Temperature and humidity little change. Increasing southerly 
winds becoming mostly 10-15* Eagle Peak 832253* (rbr actual 
figures see Exhibits B & C). 

The wind was from the southeast all the afternoon of July 9 in the 
fire area. 


A special evening forecast requested by the Fire Boss - for the 
fire area - was: 


12:36 A.M. - 7/10/53 - Special for Rattlesnake: clear tonight with 

scattered cumulus and intermediate clouds Friday; wind light 
variable, but coming up canyon and up slope, * southeasterly 
5-12 MFH. Humidity high tonight 555- Low Friday P-M. 205* 
Minimum temp* tonight 58 degrees, high Friday 91 degrees. 

At 2150 (9:50 P.H.) 7/9/53 mobile weather forecasting unit was re¬ 
quested from Mt. Shasta* 

-s85 - usx- temp.; 21-min* humidity; b - wind direction north; 2 - wind 
velocity 6-12 MFH* 
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FIGURE l 

RAi iLESNAKE FIRE - MENDOCINO NATIONAL FOREST, CALIFORNIA - JULY 9,1953 

SECTIONS 23,24 ANO PORTIONS OF SECTIONS 25, 26 OF R.7W, T.2IN 
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FIGURE 3 

RATTLESNAKE FIRE 
MENDOCINO NATIONAL FOREST 

CALIFORNIA 
JULY 9, 19 53 
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